When my son was first learning to write, he went into the forest. Looked at straight and curved lines. Traced his hands over the branches, the moss curls on stone, and with his feet ran the curves of the paths. And he put pencil to paper and tried to make those lines: the alphabet. In the forest, he found language and brought it back to show me. Now, here I am writing this piece, and here you are reading it. Okay then. You are following black tracks across white paper, and I'm promising to take you somewhere. So, let's go back to the forest.
Blame Brian Quirt for our destination. Artistic director of Nightswimming, and all-round big brain about playmaking, he once said to me, "All we have is our obsessions." Once I heard that, I had to stop denying something I had long known but always resisted in my pursuit of theatre: my obsessions.
Foraging, homesteading, growing food, raising animals, the forest, the sea. Theatres cluster in cities-so, what are you going to do with this set of obsessions?
I'll get to that, but follow me over here for a bit. I want to talk about immersion.
I grew up with my head underwater. My dad is to blame. The summer I was 10 he bet me a bacon cheeseburger that I couldn't swim a mile. To prove I could, each day I had to get my head underwater. And for years after I won that burger, I continued to do that. Get my head under. When I think about immersion, it summons that memory. The transport from my overheating brain into a place of heartbeat. To be immersed is urgent and transformative. Like theatre.
Immersion
I don't know if I told you about a pal of mine who sat on a grant jury when one of my immersive proposals came to the table. Apparently, A-Man-You-Admire-From-Canadian-Theatre threw up his hands and said, "Oh, fergodsake, why doesn't Kendra just work in film?!" In film?
Natch. I don't truck with film at all. I've seen maybe two films in five years. I've never glanced at Netflix; I have no relationship with the screen as a viewer.… YouTube makes me edgy. I just want to leave and go someplace.
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Theatre Projects, and the Olympics, and spent five years of my life meeting snow and ice, and understanding the cycle of emotional freeze and thaw.
But in the end, I answered my obsession and killed my career to move to a ferry-access only wilderness, on the Sunshine Coast of BC in a town of 300. "I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately," Thoreau famously said, "and not, when I came time to die, discover that I had not lived" (68). In six years, I have learned how to meet a bear and how to tell which bumps on the forest floor are shrumps that will yield lobster mushrooms; how to take creeks like paths; how to learn 128 species of moss; how to turn inside out, including emptying out into the 345 colours of blue that the ocean keeps telling you, to put my head under...
Okay, but how … how …. might that become a show? In 2010, I picked up the recent Pulitzer winner Tinkers, by Paul Harding. The transcendental novel centres around Howard, who has an ecstatic relationship with the natural world, and tinkers and tinkers with his relationships to find the same beauty. After securing the rights to adapt it, I began to look around for a site. There is an old-growth forest, you see, a five-minute drive from my house. In the proximity, you'd have thought I would know this place, but like many rainforest secrets, it is hidden by a green wall as you drive along the highway. I found it through a local forest watch group, Elphinstone Logging Focus (ELF), that was trying to save it from logging. ELF was proposing to expand a tiny provincial park there into a larger one, preserving the biodiversity of the area. One day, I volunteered to measure the girth of veteran Douglas Firs in part of the proposed park. Afterwards, I sat on a logging road with the ragged band of forest activists-and listened to an animated discussion about how to cook roadkill. It got to me. You don't have to have a coyote in the freezer in order to love a forest. This was too niche an audience. Could I rally a bigger one?
I began to look for a site for Tinkers, but along the way I met many trails and places in the forest that spoke to me. I felt it wasn't enough just to do a summer show and expect to rouse a community to save the place. I began to see ten pieces, one a month, each at a different site in the proposed park-culminating with Tinkers.
"The log house," made by Carl Schlichting, for Tinkers, created by The Only Animal.
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The pieces ranged from nightlight, a solstice night walk with theatrical illuminations, to Sticks & Stones, a puppet show created only out of forest floor materials, to Creeker, a soundwalk journey from ocean to the headwaters of Roberts Creek. We made Treasure Trail, an artistic take on geocaching. How to Build a Birdnest taught people how to pursue homemaking with one hand tied behind their back. I think I'm forgetting a few. It was an incredible activation of that place for us as artists and for the community.
Then we got to Tinkers…
The 10-acre site of Crystal Creek within the bounds of the proposed park was the site for the show. Crystal Creek was an old homestead-the farmhouse had burned down, but it had fields, and outbuildings that spoke to the novel's setting, the backwoods community at the turn of the century outside of Enon, Massachusetts. And it had the wild woods and thundering creek that reflected the roiling tumult of the relational heart of the novel. We worked with site artist Cornelia Konrads, from Germany, whose gravity-defying work allowed us set installations that spoke to the vertical axis of the play, the upwards pull of ecstasy and the sinking hole of a relationship that is tanking. We recruited a cast of kids and community around the core of professional artists. It was a team of thirty, plus puppets, and three degraded pianos in an off-grid location on a peripatetic playspace that had our stage manager clocking fifteen kilometres a day. We rehearsed in the trees of the plum orchard, and the (freezing) spring-fed pond, and the moss dells, under the cedar canopy and in the rain the rain the rain. Heidi Taylor, my dramaturge, and I camped in my backyard to give my house to the design team, and so all day, every day, we were immersed.
You can't fake it as an actor, with a scene partner like this place. It demanded more from all of us. Better, truer work. It gave us bug bites, and it wanted blood. It doesn't matter that Tinkers gave the audience an immersive experience. It had something better to offer. A place like this remembers further back in time than our species can. In time, temperature, line, and form it speaks an ancient truth. There are moments and glimpses that our species get of this truth-Paul Harding found it in his extraordinary book. And sometimes, in bringing together these artists, this story, and this place, we did too.
Keats said famously, "Beauty is truth, truth beauty-that is all Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know." Tinkers was like that. The truth of that place led us to so many good things. Our work was to create an emotional connection between place and our audience, through the medium of story and experience. As the cast sang in the finale, in Harding words, "The secret recipe of the forest, is far too fine to be seen with my eye, the quilt of leaves might part a glimpse, of what was on the other side." When it did we had immersion.
But let's not stay there, because ultimately, after that year, we discovered it wasn't enough to bring a story to a place like this. We needed a Year of the Typewriter. For a company that loves big, impossible things, Year of the Typewriter is pretty simple. It's a 1921 Remington Rand rigged into a backpack, and strapped to a writer, and carried into the wilderness, again and again and again. It's a beginning, an act of translation, to discover the narrative of landscape. I'm that writer in the prototype year. There will be more of us by the end. If the alphabet comes from the forest, then let's take it back. Listen here, for a year. I don't know where it will lead us. I have some obsessions: collaborations with animals, fungus, and fauna. A wind telephone. I don't know if you have had the experience of working on an old manual typewriter. It asks a lot of your hands.
I want to be asked. I want to have hands. I want to sit on the cold forest floor as a warm thing. I want to arrive with a blank sheet and do what I'm told.
I started Year of the Typewriter with the gift of a residency at the Banff Centre. Dramaturge Ruth Little and I walked in the Rockies, met moose, visited alpine lakes. It was epic, inspirational, but the piece doesn't belong in a National Park. It wants threatened wildernesses, not only in the little left-hand corner of Canada where I live, but across the country. Climate change is making the forests walk, did you know that? They are migrating to survive. Did you know human pollution has created a new kind of cloud? Cumulus homogenitus. That we have littered the planet with so much junk that we have actually made a new ecosystem, the plastisphere? I'm immersed in the eco-cide of a planet. You-Admire. You. Humanity. We are a force of nature-part of warring, destroying. Are you seeing the theatrical potential? The stakes here? The reality is immersive. It is that urgent. There is no putting our head up to take a breath. Like it or not, we are all artists of the Anthropocene. Through climate change and habitat destruction, humans are in an inextricable collaboration with landscape and nature, across spans of time and space that are difficult for any one of us to comprehend. I'm proposing we acknowledge this collaboration, open it up, invest in asking these questions to the landscape and listening for answers from something bigger than us, who we can trust to tell the truth. And then, like any good scene partner, respond. 
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